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ABSTRACT

This research studies newspaper headline reports on Boko Haram attacks in
Daily Trust and The Nation, with a view to identifying the types of speech acts
used in the headlines, the predominant speech act used aswell astheir implication
to language use. Thirty six and Thirty five headlines are selected fromthe Daily
Trust and The Nation newspapers respectively and each is assigned a
corresponding speech act category. The findingsreveal that out of the five speech
act categories of J.R. Searle which is used as the theoretical framework of the
research, only three categories are used in all the headlines in both newspapers
with the assertive as the dominant speech act type and the predominant speech
act type used is the same for both newspapers. Therefore, this study concludes
that the headline reports of the two newspapers are not aimed at threatening,
frightening or advising aswrongly perceived by readers and that the ideol ogical
positions of the papers are not portrayed in their headlines.

Keywords: Speech Acts, Pragmatic implications, Boko Haram Attacks, Newspaper
Headlines

INTRODUCTION
Therole headlinesplay as precursorsto the news makethem to be constructed in such a
way that they areusudly linguistically mani pulated toinfluencethereadership. Mogt editors
ensurethat the choice of expressionsin headlinesreflectsthefedings, opinionsand attitudes
of peopleabout issuesin the news. Newspaper editorsthrough their headlinesplay a
crucial rolein shaping issuesin the society and setting the boundaries of what istalked
about and how it istalked about (Henry and Tator, 2002). According to Williams (2003),
newspapersare particularly known toinitiate discourse on key national issuesby quoting
datementsand‘ dramatizing’ actionsof prominent nationd figures, celebritiesand happenings
around the nation and exposing them to their readership. Theinitiation, advancement and
sustenance of discourse by newspapersare not often devoid of some embellishments
determined by their own angle of the story. These storieshave aviewpoint and structure
which canlinguigtically beanaysed. Thisstudy investigates|anguage useinthereportson
Boko Haram Crisiswithin theframework of Speech Act Theory. The speech act theory
providesuswith atool to analyse use of languagein context. Thetheory atesthat, inany
given communicative event, whether spoken or written, the speaker/writer makes use of
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certain verbsreferred to as performatives or constativesto perform aspeech act. Agbedo
(2008) assertsthat “in adiscourse situation, theanalyst seeksto ascertain thefelicity or
otherwiseof agiven speech act by using retrievableinformation from memory storedinthe
form of structuresreferred varioudy to asframes, scripts, scenarios, schemataand mental
models’. The Boko Haram movement cameto light in theform of resurgencein 2009. It
isessentially an anti-establishment group that isagainst government ingtitutionslikethe
police and other agencies. Itisa so aradical |damic sect opposed to Western education.
Whilethegroupiswidely referred to asBoko Haram, it callsitsalf “ Jama atuAhlas-Sunna
Li Daawati wa Jihad” (Followersof Sunnafor propagation and waging war inthe course
of Idam). Therewere seriesof debatesand dia oguesbetween theinsurgentsand Idamic
Scholarstoresolvethemisunderstanding amicably but thesittingsfailed to avert thedisastrous
consequences of the crisisthat followed. Theinsurgent group (Boko Haram) caused the
disruption of peaceful lifeto numerousfamilies, and destruction of property whichinclude
burning of shopsand houses, and killing and maiming of millions of people acrossthe
Northern States (Mohammed, 2010). The Boko Haram crisis has no doubt become a
nationa aswell asaninternationa issue. Thiswork exploreshow languageisbeingusedin
newstabloids, particularly in headlineswith aview to finding out thelink between the
meaningsembedded inthe headlinesand their linguistic functions. It analysesthetextsin
the headlineswhich aretaken as utterances within the framework of speech act theory.
Sincethisisastudy of languagein use, theresearch falswithinthefield of pragmatics.

Pragmaticsisacomprehensive level of linguistic analysis, perhaps the most
comprehensivetoday. Itisanew field of study compared to otherslike anthropol ogy,
phonol ogy, semanticsetc. However, it hasestablished itsalf asafield of linguisticenquiry.
Mey (2001) asserts: It hascomeonitsownanditishereto stay”. Pragmaticsis now
popular among scholars becauseit affords amorein-depth study of language used in
human interactions. Not only that it deal swith language users, pragmatics al so takes
cognizance of the contextsof utterances. That iswhy Brown and Yule (1983) arguethat
“any andytica approachtolinguigticswhichinvolvescontextua cons derationsnecessarily
belongsto that areaof language study called pragmatics’. Pragmatics studieslanguage
fromtheusers point of view, inthiscase, the newspaper editors. Thefollowing questions
areformulated asaguidefor thestudy:

1 Which speech actsareused in Daily Trust newspaper headlineson Boko Haram
attacks?
2. Which speech act ispredominant in the newspaper headlinesreportage on Boko

Haram attacks?

3. What arethe pragmaticsimplications of such speech acts?

Asconcluded by Khamahani and Tahirov (2013), that certainfeaturesof editoria
headlinesand a so their important rolein monitoring and directing readers' attention have
madetheinterface between thelinguistic analysis of newspaper editorial headlinesand
teaching of English asaForeign Language asarelevant issuein languageteaching, the
outcomesof thisstudy therefore could beuseful for al English asForeign Languagelearners
andtrainers
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Functionsof HeadlinesintheMedia
A newsheadlineisthetitleof newsstory that summariestheentirestory. Themain headline
isusually onthefront page of amagazine or newspaper. Usually printed in bold letters,
headlines summarizethe main pointsof the story. They occupy more spacethanthetexts
they refer to and wheremore significant wordsor coinagesexist. Asan opening sectionto
their relevant main text, headlines have been ascribed different functions. Headlinesand
leadshave beenreferred by Van Dijk (1988), as categoriesforming “the summary” of the
newsreports. Thereisadistinction between headlinesfunctioning asthe abstract of the
main event of the story and headlines promoting one of thedetailsof the story.
Althoughin most cases headlinesdo bear such functionsin newsreports, some
newspaper headlines present their readerswith fairly complex riddleswhich neither
summarizenor present thedetail of the newsreports. Thismeansthat Newspaper editorias
asakind of opinion textsare different from the other types of newsdiscourse such as
serviceinformationinthat they are supposed to present eval uationsand comments about
the newseventsalready reported in the newspapersthusthe uniquefeaturesof theeditoria
headlines such asencapsul ating the content of theeditorialsarousingthereaders' curiosity
and asotherimportant roleinmonitoring readers atention, perception and reading process.
Hobbs(1998) clamsthat itisthought that thetextua genreof newspaper headlinesincluding
syntax, semanticsand stylisticsisahurdleto understanding leading to misinterpretations.

Pragmaticsand the Study of M eaning

Thestudy of linguistic meaning belongsinthefie dsof semanticsand pragmatics. Semantics
isseen as ' the study of meaning as communicated through language ( Saeed 2003); it
studiesthe meaningsof wordsand sentences(Lyons 1977). Semanticsusesmany theories
like meaning postulates, componentia analysisetc. inthe study of meaning inlanguage.
However, somelinguists such as Searle (1979) and Bach and Harnish (1979) till argue
that semantic and other “ old” theoriesare not enough to account for meaning communicated
inlanguage; their search for abetter approach has culminated into what istoday called
pragmatics. Scholars, such asLyons(1981), have conceptualized pragmaticsfrom various
perspectives. Thisiswhy hesaysthat itisvarioudy defined asthestudy of actud utterance;
the study of userather than meaning, the study of that part of meaning whichisnot purely
truth-conditioned; the study of performance rather than competence. Mey (2001) posits
that it* studiesthe use of languagein human communi cation asdetermined by theconditions
of society.” In other words, the meaning of an utterance cannot bedivorced fromitscontext
of usage because the same utterance can have different meaningsin different contexts of
usage. Leechand Short (1987) affirm thiswhenthey assert that “ the pragmatic analysis of
language can be broadly understood to be the investigation into that aspect of meaning
whichisderived not from theformal properties of wordsand constructionsbut fromthe
way inwhich utterances are used and how they relateto the context in which they are
uttered”. An understanding of grammar, morphol ogy, semanticsand phonol ogy of atext
doesnot necessarily condtitute understanding of thetext. Therhetoricintent, the coherence
and theworld view that the author and receptor bring to thetext areequally essential
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(Kaplan, 1990). Languagethereforeisno longer seen asmerely reflecting our redlity but
as central to creating reality. Our words are never neutral, they carry the power that
reflectstheinterests of thosewho speak or write (Fowler, 1 991). Thetheoretica framework
for thiswork isthe Speech Act Theory of Searle (1969). Thetheory statesthat ‘ thebasic
unit of linguistic communication isthe performance of aspeech acts(Austin 1962) That is,
whenever we make an utterance, we perform anintended function with it. Asmentioned
earlier, thistheory wasoriginaly devel oped by Austin (1962) but further modified by other
scholarsthat followed him.

Classification of Speech Actsand Ideology in theMassMedia

Austin (1962) originally classifiesspeech actsinto fivebasic categoriesascited by Hare
(1970) asfollows: (i) verdictives (ii) exercitives(iii) commissives (iv) behabitive (v)
expositives. Sequel to thisdevel opment, many scholarslike Kempson (1976), Searle
(1969), Allan (1986), Bach and Harnish (1979) have come out with their own categories
of gpeech actseach. However, only Searl€ scategorieswill be considered here. Following
hiscriticismsof Austin’s(1962) criteriaand classification, Searle (1969) setshisown
criteriafor abetter classification of speech actsasfollows:

I. Assertives: Thepoint or purpose of themembersof the assertive classisto commit the
speaker to something’sbeing the case, to thetruth of the expressed proposition’ (Searle
1979). The speech actshere make assertions about theworld. They carry the values of
‘true’ ‘fase’ astheir ‘point’. Their ‘fit’ isthat they haveto match theworldin order to be
true.

ii. Directives. Thiscategory has speech actswhich depict the attempt of the speaker to
get thehearer to do something. Thisisther illocutionary point. Their ‘fit” isthat the pesker
seeksto changetheworld to match hisor her words or utterance.

iii. Commissives: Thiscategory isamost the samewith that of Austin (1962) under the
samename. Commissivesareidentical with directivesinthat they aso changetheworldto
match words. However, rather than making an obligation in the hearer like directives,
commissivescreateit in the speaker. They commit the speaker to somefuture course of
action. For example, we can compare between an obligation and arequest: thefirst a
commissiveand the second adirective. Their “direction of fit’ isthe same- theworldis
adapted to words; thereisadifferencein theway each createsthe obligation: whilean
offer creates obligation in the speaker, arequest doessointhe‘requiree’.

iv. Expressives: Asthe nameindicates, the speech act here expressesthe psychological
or inner state of the speaker. It doesnot say anything about theworld. Itissubjectiveat
times. However, it expresses one’ sdisposition or feelings about the occurrence.

v. Declarations: Thiscategory causesachangeinthe state of affairs. The speech actsin
thiscategory rely onlegd ingtitutionsin order to befelicitous. Declarationsbring about
somealternation in theworld or condition of thereferred to object or objectssolely by
virtue of thefact that the declaration has been successfully performed (Searle, 1969).
Most of the previousworksreviewed (Taiwo 2007, Cohen and Carva ho, 2005; Nastri
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and Hancock, 2006 Chiluwa, 2007 and Agbedo, 2008) have focused on cartoons, email
classification, applying speech act theory on texts of cartoons. However, thosewho used
news headlines applied other linguistic framework like Critical DiscourseAnaysis. The
work most closely related to thisstudy isthework of Abdulkareem (2012). He studies
some Nigerian newspaper cartoonswith aview tofinding out thevariouslinguigtic functions
being performed through thismedium of communication. Theresultsestablished, among
others, that cartoonistsusealot of indirect speech act asadefence mechanism. Therefore,
thisstudy investigateshow socid crisesand political scandalsin Nigeriaareconstructedin
the newspaper headlinesof the Nigerian pressand how theill ocutionary functionsof these
newsheadlinestrandateto socia criticism.

Considering the definition of ideology given by Taiwo (2007) that it Smply refers
to attitudes, set of beliefs, valuesand doctrineswith referencetoreligious, political, social
and economiclifewhich shapetheindividua’ sand group’ sperception and throughwhich
redlity iscongtructed and interpreted; one can concludethat no newsreport isideologically
neutral , trangparent or innocent. Van Dijk (1988) further expressesthat. . .theideol ogies of
journdistssomehow influencethe r opinionswhichinturninfluencethediscoursestructures
of theopinion articles. Theuncertainty of whether thenewsmediaisactualy ideologicaly
biased till remains open and that newspaper newsreportsconvey theinterest andideologies
of both thosein power and those that are governed of both thewriter and the reader.

METHOD

The population of thedatawhichisall the editions of thetwo newspapersin 2013istoo
largeto handle. Asaresult, using purposive random sampling, asampleof 36 and 35
headlinesare sourced respectively from; Daily Trust and The Nation Newspapers published
in 2013. Within Content Analysis, which is seen asthe research method employed to
verify the presence of some particular conceptsin atext or aset of texts (Sanusi 2009),
each headlineisassigned acorresponding Searl€'s speech act category and aform (whether
direct or indirect) act. Where aheadline containstwo or more clauses, connected by a
conjunction, each clause of the headlinesindicated from thefirst: C1, C2, C3etc., is
separately assigned aspeech act and aform. Inasituation where aclause hastwo speech
actsi.e. direct and indirect acts, the acts of such clause are designated Claand Clbor
C2aand C2b etc. with their separate act and form. A simplefrequency and percentageis
used to find the number of instances of each speech act category.

RESULTSAND DISCUSSION
Through the presentation of thethirty six headlinesin Daily Trust asshown ontable 1
above, 45 clauseshave beenidentified, and each has been assigned aspeech act separatdly.
Theanaysisshows44 clausesinthe Assertive category, representing 97.78%, which are
dlinthedirect acts. Only 1 clauseat 2.22%inH17 fallsinthe Directive category whilethe
other categories: Declaration, Commissiveand Expressive arenot used inthe headlines.
From the presentation of 35 headlinesin The Nation Newspaper, 44 clauses have been
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identified and agpeech act hasbeen assigned to each. In thisNewspaper too, theassertive
speech act category has the highest occurrence with 40 in the direct act and 3 in the
indirect act, at 90.90% and 9.10%, respectively, making 43 assertive, representing 97.73%.
However, thereisonly 1 speech actinthedirective category at 2.27% and 1 declaration,
aso at 2.27% whilethereisnonein the other two categories. Inthelight of theanaysis
presented, it isfound that only three of the Searl€ sfive categoriesof speech acts: Assartive,
Directiveand Declaration are used in headlineson Boko Haram attacksinthetwo Nigeria's
newspapers. By this, theresearch met itsfirst objective: that isto identify speech act types
usedin the headlinesand answered thefirst research question: which speech act typesare
used inthe headlines. In addition, the assertive having the highest instances of occurrence,
theresearch a so met the second objective and the second research question: to identify
the predominant speech act type and which speech act typeispredominant respectively. It
isobserved that the more frequent use of the assertive speech act by both newspapersis
doneddiberately having thefunction of giving information to readers.

Itisshownthat theinforming speech actsreport factsand recount what was
said and doneand givedescriptions. Significantly, that iswhy amost al thespeech actsare
indirect actsand withillocutionary force of informing within the assertive speech act. This
meansthat writersof headlinesof certain genresin newspapers, such asnewsservice, rely
onfactsandfigures, fromasource, sinceby using the assertive speech act, sStatementsare
subject to truth or falsity conditions (Searle, 1979). Searle al so arguesthat the use of
directivesand declaration expressesfigurative statements. Inlinewith thisassertion, the
few directivesand declarationin theindirect actsin some headlinessuchasH17in Daily
Trust H17 in TheNation and H19isdonetoindirectly show that the newspapersbelieve
the seriousness of theissue may beout of control whichinvariably crestesastrong impact
of fear and uncertainty in the mind of readers. By the use of theillocutionary forces,
confessing, boasting and threatening in the headlines above, thewriter createsastrong
impact onthereader that the Situation of the menace of Boko Haram may likely be beyond
control. InH17 for instance, theleader of the sect whiledirectly threatening government
officialsin Bornothat they should resignascivil servantsor bekilled by the Boko Haram,
heisasoindirectly boasting that not only havethey becomeuntouchablebut aso controlling
affairs, aswell aspassing informationto the public with theillocutionary force of steering
panic among thegenerd public.

In addition, the use of illocutionary force of boasting in H19 and H29in The
Nation Newspaper reveals how inhumane these people are, to assert that they are
respons blefor thekillings. Theheadline H19, inthe same paper with the heedline; “WE
LOST 15 TROOPSTO BOKO HARAM?”, also usesfirst person plural account to state
afact that the defence headquartersisindirectly admitting to the public that they cannot
containthe Boko Haram sect, and possi bly implying that theinsurgents have more powerful
wegponsthan the NigerianArmy, which a so crestesastrongimpact of fear and uncertainty
inthemind of readers. At the sametimethe headquartersisdirectly informing theeditors
what exactly happened in the encounter between them and the sect. Asearlier stated, all
the other headlines or the speech acts have the assertive category. The speech actshere
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meakeassertion about theworld. They ‘ commit the spesker (in varying degrees) to something
beingthecase, to thetruth of theexpressed proposition’ (Searle, 1979). Moreimportantly
with this category of speech acts, the newspaper headlines serve asameansof giving
information to the public, thereby generating discussioninwhich thepublic aremadeto
deny, oppose, agree and take decisionson factsreported on the Boko Haram'sactivities.
Tosumit up, thetwo analysed newspapersheadlinesare compared to show if thereisany
difference between thetypes of speech actswith referenceto their illocutionary forces,
their speech act forms, andintheir ideologies. Itisfound that thereisno difference between
both newspapersin terms of speech act typesand speech act forms.

However, thelack of difference here can be attributed to the fact that they are
dealingwith aNational crisis, aswell aswriting within the same genre: news services.
Therefore, theaim of each newspaper istoreflect redlity by passing accurate and healthy
information, relying onfactsand figuresfrom ardiablesourceto the public. That iswhy, as
shown ontable3amost dl theheadlinesarein theassertive category, direct act form, and
withinformingillocutionary force. However, the distribution of the newspapersto the
socio-palitical zoneshasnot yiel ded any differencein termsof representation of certain
ideological interest. They givegeneral information which may not incite the public about
theredlitiesof theactivitiesof theinsurgents.

Itisfound that dmost al theheadlinesused direct act forms. Indeed, theprevaence
of thedirect act in thetwo newspapersimpliesthat thewriterswish to report thetruth as
plain aspossibletothereaders. It aso suggeststhat dissemination of information remains
themogt critical function of the newspapers, asargued by Tuchman (1978) that informing
viaofficia sourcesprovidesjournaisticlegitimacy. Each headlinebeginsby reportinga
fact, demonstrating theimportance of presenting an authoritative, non- speculativevoice
early by using thedirect act. Hall (2010) observesthat words stating adate, time, place,
or event —or usually some combinations of these — are the most common and easily
identifiabletechniquesin placethat are used to inform. It isthese featuresthat constitute
theinforming speech act, whichisthe most widespread acrossall the two newspapers
studied. Theuse of indirect actsin few headlines hastheimplication of bringing out the
hidden or implied meaningsin the particular headlinesto thereaders.

Theuseof theindirect actsal so servesto vindicatethewriters, asmost are quoted
gpeechesdirectly from the source: one of the membersof the sect, theleader of the sect,
and thearmy headquarters. Thisgivesanewspaper report itsauthority (Ezeife, 2010).
The consequenceisthat thewriterswant the readersto believewhat they seeand read”.
In contrast, the direct actsare used to express explicit statements, whiletheindirect acts
areused to stateimplicit statements, asin: H19 (C1b), and H11 (C1b). Thisiswhy the
indirect acts are realised where the headlines have two or more speech acts. Another
implication isthat meanings should not be ascribed to or derived from, only the set of
wordsused in an utteranceor atext. Thereareunderlying meaningsembedded and implied
intheintention of the speaker/writer. It issuggested that thissituation iswhat accountsfor
theuseof theindirect actsin the newspaper headlines of these papers. Ladtly, theinforming
gpeech act isalways constituted by descriptionsof what was said and done (Ezeife, 2010)
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and asearlier stated, theintention of the news servicesisto project redlitiesto thereaders
thusthe use of few indirect acts so that only actual eventsarereported. Itisdifficultto
draw sgnificant conclus onsfrom theinforming speech act. However, in somerareoccasions
they differ intheir distribution of the speech actsand their ideologiesin the headlines,
newspaper headlinesmay not hold any prejudices (at least asseeninthisstudy) whenit
comesto seriousnationa issuesbecausethey havetorely on same sourcesof information;
security reportsand internet sources, in order toreflect realitiesof theissue at stakeas
Fauzan (2014) asserts the media is supposed to be neutral and provides adequate
informationtothe public.

Table 1: Number of speech act typesidentified in Daily Trust newspaper.

S/No.  Speech act categories  Direct acts Indirect acts Total

1 Assertive ! — !

2 Directive 1 — 1

3 Declaration — — —

4 Commissive — — —

5 Expressive — — —
Total 45 — 45

Source: Newspaper Analysis, 2013

Table 2: Number of speech act typesidentified in The Nation newspaper-

S/No.  Speech acts Direct acts Indirect acts Total

1 Assertive 0 3 43

2 Directive 1 — 1

3 Declaration — — —

4 Commissive — — —

5 Expressive — — —
Total 41 3 44

Source: Newspaper Analysis, 2013

Table 3: The cumulative number of speech actstypesidentified.
Assertives  Directives Declarations Commissives Expressives Total

Daily Trust D.A. 44 1 — — — 45
(36 H.L) I.D.A. — — — — — _
The Nation D.A. 41 1 — — 44
(35 H.L.) I.D.A. 1 1 — — — 2

Total 86 2 1 — — 89

(DA =DirectAct, 1. D.A=IndirectAct, H. L = Headlines)
Source: Newspaper Analysis, 2013

CONCLUSIONAND RECOMMENDATIONS

Thisstudy exploresthe speech actsused in two national dailies- Daily Trust and The
Nation Newspapers on Boko Haram attacks. Based on what has being analysed, the
study concludesthat headlineson newsservicesaim at largely givinginformation tothe
public. Such embellishments, under and over statementsthat aretypical in other typesof
newsitemslike cartoons (Abdulkareem, 2012), advertisements (Jeong, Chin-Yew and
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Gary, 2009) arevery rarein headlineson news services. Again, extremetendencieswhich
leavenoroomfor objectivity inreporting of Stuations, asfound in headlineson politicsand
religion (Agbedo, 2008) are conclusively not formidablein these newspaper headlines.
Thetwo newspapers, inrespect of their possblesocio-palitica differenceshaving established
indifferent zones, have chosen to consider national interest of paramount and put their
ideologiesat the background. Therefore, itisasoinfered that either thetwo newspapers
shared thesameideol ogica stancefor nationd interest or they do not expressany ideologica
position, beit political, religiousor socia. Nonethel ess, definitive generali sations cannot
be made from such a small sample and only one research methodology. Clearly,
improvements canimmediately be made in these respects by enlarging the sample and
widening the research techniques. Whilehoping that thefindingsof thisstudy canlay the
foundationsfor future academicinquiry into speech actsin newspaper discourse, itis
recommended that similar analysis of speech actsin newspaper on other genressuch as
headlines on advertisement be carried out. Especialy, snceadvertsaremostly persuasive
and sometimes sound to be deceptive and tricky. Furthermore, astudy ontherelationship
between speech act and other lingui stic communication devices such asrhetoric, logic,
and or oratory would give usan analysisof conceptsthat areinteresting in themsalves, and
also the comparison of different analysiswoul d degpen our understanding of thewhole
field of languageuse. Lastly, Since, asstated by Hare (1970) every meaningful sentencein
virtue of itsmeaning isused to perform aparticul ar speech act (or range of speech acts)”,
teachersof English areadvised toinclude pragmatic e ementsin dealing with meaning of
sentences or clausesespecially inteaching reading or listening comprehensionsto their
students.
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